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Priorities for the skills systems in Northern Ireland  
and Scotland 
Disruption will be significant over the coming years – the skills 
















































We will need a fully flexible lifelong-learning offer to increase  






















The costs of transition will be large and should be shared between 

















Recommendations for Northern Ireland





























































































































































































































































































Our	first	set	of	reports,	Equipping Scotland for the Future	and	Challenges 






















2. THE CHALLENGES 
FACING THE SKILLS  
























2.1 What are the challenges facing the skills system in 
Northern Ireland and Scotland?
Automation, technological change, advances in robotics and 
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2.1 WHAT ARE THE CHALLENGES FACING THE SKILLS SYSTEM IN NORTHERN 
IRELAND AND SCOTLAND?
Automation, technological change, advances in robotics and analytics and artificial 
intelligence are on track to significantly change the jobs we do and the structure 
of the economy in both Northern Ireland and Scotland. As shown in figure 2.1, 49 
per cent of jobs in Northern Ireland, and 46 per cent of jobs in Scotland have a 
high potential for change through automation over the coming years (Gunson et 
al 2018). This will not mean that almost half of jobs will necessarily vanish, but 
it does mean that almost half of jobs have a high potential for change, as tasks 
are automated and job roles reshaped. The level of disruption brought to both 
Northern Ireland and Scotland is therefore highly likely to be very significant. 
FIGURE 2.1
Jobs in Northern Ireland have higher potential for automation  
Proportion of jobs with the highest and lowest technical potential for automation by nation 
and region (probability >0.7) 
Source: From Callander et al, Preparing for automation and ageing: A successful 21st century skills 
system in Northern Ireland and Scotland (Callander et al 2018)
Where we see disruption and change, there is a need for the skills system to 
provide upskilling and reskilling opportunities, to aid transition through change. 
However, crucially, the transition we need in the face of automation is unlikely 
to be successful if we solely focus on young people and compulsory education. 
The vast majority of the future workforce has already left compulsory education 
– 79.8 per cent of the workforce of 2030 in Northern Ireland and 79.7 per cent  in 
Scotland, with 57.7 per cent  of the workforce of 2040 in Northern Ireland and 57.3 
per cent  in Scotland having done likewise (Gunson et al 2018). While changes to 
the school system, and provision accessed by younger people, will be required, the 
challenge we face will likely need a renewed focus on older workers too if we are 
to face disruption and change successfully. 
Where disruption occurs there is also a clear risk of new inequalities arising. If 
managed incorrectly, automation could undermine the earning power of large 
proportions of the workforce, while also excluding from the benefits of automation 













Proportion of jobs at high potential
Proportion of jobs at low/medium potential
The	level	of	disruptio 	brought	to	both	Norther 	Ir land	and	Scotland	is	
therefore	highly	likely	to	be	very	significant.
Figure 2.1: Jobs in Northern Ireland have higher potential 
for automation
Propor ion of jobs with the highest nd lowest technical potential 
for automation by nation and region (probability >0.7)
Where	we	see	disruption	and	change,	there	is	a	need	for	the	skills	














Source:	From	Callander	 t	 l,	Prep ring for automation and ageing: A successful 21st 
















Figure 2.2: Northern Ireland and Scotland are projected to age 
dramatically over the coming years
The ratio between the working-age and pensioner-age population 
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those from poorer backgrounds, those with less ability to work with or around 
digital technologies, and older workers. The skills system will be crucial in opening 
up the opportunities of automation to the whole of the population, and to the full 
range of the economy. 
Demographic change will also have a significant impact on the requirement for 
skills. Figure 2.2 shows that the workforce is ageing, with the n mbers of pensioners 
for every 100 people of working age increasing in Northern Ireland from 26 for every 
100 now, to 35 per 100 by 2040. Likewise, in Scotland we see a projected increase 
from the current ratio of 29 pensioners for every 100 people of working age, to 36 
for every 100 by 2040. This takes account of projected increases in the pension age 
across the UK to aged 68 by 2038 (Callander et al 2018). 
FIGURE 2.2
Northern Ireland and Scotland are projected to age dramatically over the com ng years 
The ratio between the working-age and pensioner-age population in Northern Ireland and 
Scotland over time
Source: IP R Scotland cal u ations using NISRA 2017, NRS 2017  
Note: We have not included the phasing of the increase in the UK pension age in these calculations 
which will take place between Oct 2018–20 moving from 65 to 66, and is planned to take place between 
2026–28 for the rise to 67 and 2037–39 for the scheduled rise to 68. Instead we assume an increase to 
66 in 2020, 67 in 2028, and to 68 in 2039.
An ageing population is a huge success that may bring new benefits to society and 
the economy. But without question it will also bring significant financial challenges. 
An ageing population will bring increased costs through demand on public services 
such as health and care, and higher spend on entitlements. Equally, it may lead 
to greater pressure on other parts of the public sector as resources become more 
constrained. And an ageing population will also potentially reduce economic 
performance as the working-age population shrinks relative to the pensioner 
population. The skills system will be integral to finding ways to get more out of 
the existing working-age population, while also capitalising on the dividend of 

















































































































































 Figure 2.3: Every nation or region at the sub-UK level (for which  
we have data) displays a long tail of low productivity firms
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3.1 What would success look like for a 21st century  
skills system?
A	successful	skills	system	would	do	better to maximise and realise 










































































































































































4. A VISION FOR THE 












Table 4.1: Almost a fifth of young workers are in insecure work in 
Northern Ireland and across the UK
Number of 16–24-year-olds and 25–65-year-olds in temporary, 




















22 IPPR SCOTLAND  |  The future is coming: ready or not?
TABLE 4.1
Almost a fifth of young workers are in insecure work in Northern Ireland and across the UK 
Number of 16–24-year-olds and 25–65-year-olds in temporary, zero-hours or self-employment 
in Northern Ireland, Scotland and across the UK
Northern Ireland Scotland UK
Number % of young workers Number
% of young 
workers Number
% of young 
workers
16–24-year-olds 18,000 18.7% 49,000 14.9% 677,000 17.6%
25–65-year-olds 84,000 11.4% 207,000 9.0% 2,811,000 9.9%
Source: Analysis is based on the Labour Force Survey (various most recent quarters) and the Family 
Resources Survey (2016–17), (ONS 2018a, ONS 2018b)
Note: We define insecure work as the respondent being in employment in their main job, excluding 
fixed-term contracts; having a zero-hours contract; being in self-employ ent that pays an ou ly r te 
equivalent to lower than the national living wage, following the work of the TUC and others. 
Where estimates are made, we have tended to be conservative. Adjustments have been made to 
remove double counting. Numbers are rounded to the nearest 1000.
We will see significant increases in the skills participation rate for over-25s,  
with new in-work learning routes offering reskilling and upskilling throughout 
people’s lives. 
There are a number of international competitors who have invested in increasing 
skills provision for adult learners. In 2016, Denmark (31.9 per cent), Finland (32.4 
per cent), Norway (26.5 per cent) and Sweden (28.6 per cent) all had significantly 
higher participation rates for 25–34-year-olds within formal education and training 
than the UK as a wh le (17.4 per cent). Furthermore, while rates have increased 
between 2007 and 2016 in all four of the Nordic countries, rates have dropped in 
the UK for this age group (Eurostat 2018). Equally, investment in adult education in 
Singapore has been a significant pr ority in recent years, wi h large expansion in 
adult skills participation rates, rising to over 20 per cent for both 20–29-year-olds, 
and 30–39-year-olds (DSS 2018).
Currently, as figure 4.1 shows, the skills systems in both Northern Ireland and Scotland 
re focused on young people, with low skills participation rat s for th  over-25s 
age groups. In Northern Ireland 31 per cent of 21–24-year-olds, and 37 per cent in 
Scotland, are in college, university or an apprenticeship. For 25–29-year-olds, 13 
per cent in Northern Ireland and 15 per cent in Scotland are engaged in the skills 
system. Less than 10 per cent of 30–59-year-olds, in both Northern Ireland and 













Figure 4.1: Participation within the formal skills system drops  
with age group
The skills participation rate in formal education, training and 
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FIGURE 4.1
Participation within the formal skills system drops with age group 
The skills participation rate in formal education, training and learning in Northern Ireland 
and Scotland by age
Source: IPPR Scotland request to the Scottish Funding Council and Northern Ireland Department  
for the Economy
Skills provision will be fully flexible, from intense bursts of immersive learning 
to low-intensity part-time. It will also see a modular approach and a focus on 
bit -sized learning, with the possibility of learners and employers fully tailoring 
learning to their needs, module by module. Learning will therefore be more 
accessible to self-employed and SME workers.
What people learn will be more skills, competency and attribute based rather than 
purely focused on short-term knowledge or technical-based learning. The aim of 
curricula would be to develop resilient and adaptive learners and employers, future-
proofing learning in what will be a period of an increasing pace of change. Employers 
and learners will need to be brought closer to how provision in the classroom is 
developed and the content of learning in order to boost the numbers of employers 
using or utilising the skills their workers have. This will see a skills system that trains 
workers not just for the role they currently have, but also one that works with learners 
to develop the skills and attributes they will need throughout their careers. 
How people learn will need to see the adoption of new technologies, and mix 
online and face-to-face provision. The skills system will be early adopters of new 
technologies in learning and use face-to-face learning where most appropriate.
The transition to a world with greater levels of automation and an older population 
will be expensive – we will need to share the costs of delivering a 21st century skills 
system between employers and the state, focusing funding on the most impactful 
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How people learn will need to see the adoption of new 




older	population	will	be	expensive	–	we will need to share the costs 






























FOR A 21ST CENTURY  
































































5.1 Preparing Northern Ireland for automation and ageing

























5.2 Preparing learners and workers for automation  
and ageing
2. A new ambition should be set to retain 100 per cent of under-21s 
in the skills system in Northern Ireland by 2025 – whether earning 
and learning, or in school, college or university. A key element of 
this would be introducing a new compulsory skills participation 
age of 18 in Northern Ireland, creating a legal duty for under-18s 
to be undertaking an apprenticeship or traineeship or otherwise in 















































3. Northern Ireland should set targets to increase participation in 
lifelong learning provision up to among the highest rates in Europe 
by 2025 – seeing 40 per cent of 21–24- year-olds, and 20 per cent 
































4. A Review of Lifelong Learning to deliver a revolution in lifelong 




































5. Northern Ireland should introduce ‘Progression NI’ – a new  
‘smart’ Information, Advice and Guidance (IAG) and brokerage  















































































5.3 Sharing the costs of transition
7. Reform business rates in Northern Ireland, replacing Small 
Business Rates Relief with a new Small Business Productivity Credit 
worth around £20 million a year to be spent by small and medium 
































8. A new learning account, called a Progression Account, should be 




















9. The UK government should replace EU funding for skills and 
apprenticeship provision in Northern Ireland post-Brexit (through 
















5.4 A coherent skills system
10. Northern Ireland should establish cross-cutting ‘missions’ for 

































11. Regional ‘mission’ groups should be established to develop 

























12. The Northern Ireland Executive should establish an outcomes-
based approach across post-16 education and learning, introducing 



























5.5 Taking the opportunity of city deal(s)
13. Northern Ireland’s City Deal(s) should place employer 
investment in skills, career progression and boosting productivity 































































































































FOR A 21ST CENTURY  


































































6.1 Preparing Scotland for automation and ageing












































6.2 Preparing learners and workers for automation  
and ageing
2. A new national ambition should be set to retain 100 per cent 
of under-21s in the skills system by 2025 – whether earning and 
learning, or in college or university. A key element of this would 
be replacing the compulsory school-leaving age of 16 with a new 
compulsory skills participation age of 18 in Scotland, creating 
a legal duty for under-18s to be undertaking an apprenticeship, 






















































3. A new national ambition to increase skills participation rates 
among over-21s in Scotland to 40 per cent of 21–24-year-olds and 
20 per cent of 25–39-year-olds in learning, seeing over 100,000 
additional learners in Scotland each year by 2025, among the 
































4. Introduce a new Technical Education (TE) in-work learning route 
(alongside FE and HE), based on the ‘nano-learning’ principle – fully 
flexible, a mix of online and face-to-face learning, modular and 






























5. Create a new Displacement Training Service to develop skills 
















































































6.3 Sharing the costs of transition
7. Replace the Small Business Bonus with new Productivity Credits 



























































6.4 Greater coherence across scotland’s skills system
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